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THE MAZE
BENEATH
Iowa State’s steamy secret
   While students walk on the 
crowded sidewalks, they are 
largely unaware that they are also 
walking above a maze of tunnels 
used to heat buildings across 
campus. These tunnels remain a 
secret to most of us—except for a 
few adventurous souls who have 
dared to venture in, despite the 
risk of a trespassing charge.
The white labyrinth is lit with dim lights, 
covered with spider webs on the sides 
and located about two to eight feet 
under the ground. Groundwater puddles, 
mineral deposits and leaves drawn in from 
occasional openings cover the  oor of the 
4.3 mile long tunnel system. The oldest 
pipes are more than 100 years old and still 
in use. 
Occasional visitors include maintenance 
personnel and escorted visitors. The 
tunnels can be accessed from the 
basement door of several buildings 
on campus. The steam in the pipes is 
generated from boilers in the east-side 
power plant. 
Michael Murray, chief mechanical engineer 
of utilities from the Facilities and Planning 
Management at Iowa State says security 
and safety have been key concerns in 
not allowing regular use of the tunnels 
for students. “If we designed the tunnels 
differently 100 years ago, we could have 
three more feet and a wall separating the 
pipes,” he adds. 
Tunnel tours are offered to recognized 
student groups including freshman honors 
and engineering clubs a few times a year. 
The tours led by Murray are limited to 
about 20 students per group. Only a few 
sections of the tunnels are usually shown 
in a tour.
Complete maps of the tunnels are not 
made public for security reasons. Motion 
detector sensors placed in parts of the 
tunnels alert ISU Police of any intruders. 
However, a cursory search of the web 
reveals a crowd-sourced map of the tunnel 
entrances along with the motion sensors. 
Most of the university buildings lying 
between north of Lincoln Way and 
south of the railroad tracks are served 
by the steam pipelines. Once the 
pipeline reaches a building, the pressure 
is regulated through a control valve. 
Typically, the steam is also used in a heat 
exchanger located in each building to 
provide hot water.
The old steam system originated from the 
south of Black Engineering building and 
had cast iron pipes. Later, steam pipes 
were added in the 1920’s that are still in 
use today. 
“That was the heyday when students 
wanted to go down and explore the 
tunnels. Maybe because it was dark, 
spooky and hot out there. Groups would 
go down and tag the walls with graf ti,” 
Murray says. 
“Anybody with parents who were down 
there in the late 1970s, early ‘80s could 
explain to me what they meant by the 
graf ti “quasi Elvis annihilators”. I would 
be very curious...a lot of imagination to 
come up with a tagline for your tunnel 
exploration group.”
The sensors were put in place more than 
a decade ago. Since then, there have not 
been as many instances of trespassing 
and graf ti in the tunnels, Murray says. 
Two other pedestrian tunnels on campus 
belonging to the Ames Laboratory are 
reserved for federal use. 
The steam from the main pipeline comes 
in with a lot of pressure and condenses 
in the pipes to form hot water. Any sort 
of mishap involving leaks or increased 
pressure could lead to serious injuries. 
Thus, the tunnel hallways are lit and 
cleared of any obstructions to make it 
easier to evacuate in an emergency. 
One student who sneaked into one of the 
tunnels with two of her friends recalled her 
experience. Living in Lyon Hall, she had 
heard stories about a student from the 
same building whose goal was to explore 
all the steam tunnels. He apparently never 
got caught.
“I was bored right before  nals week and 
it seemed like a fun thing to do. It was like 
a challenge to see if I could get in and out 
without getting caught,” she says. 
She planned ahead with her group of 
friends and looked up “safe entrances” 
to the tunnels. They zeroed in on the 
one that can be accessed from Forker 
building. They searched around in the 
basement, until they found a door that 
was wedged open.
“Only a few of us went into the tunnel. 
There were a couple of us who didn’t want 
to get caught. The people outside stood 
guard and were going to shout out if we 
had to get out.”
She explored a small section of the tunnel 
for about ten minutes. Going in with a 
 ashlight, the group of three friends kept 
an eye out for alarms in the dark hallways. 
After looking around and taking a few 
pictures, they were able to get out without 
setting off any alarms.
 The tunnels include a main steam 
pipe coming in from the power plant, a 
compressed air pipe and a smaller pipe 
that transports hot water back to the 
power plant. They can vary a lot in size. 
Some of the small ones require you to 
crouch under while you can comfortably 
walk in some of the taller ones. 
As the power plant is located on the 
lower side of the campus, the hot water 
gets back to the plant by the the force of 
gravity. Some of the tunnels run directly 
below sidewalks and roads while others 
criss-cross underneath the campus.
At one time, it was suspected that the 
tunnels were being used for thefts on 
campus. Thus, steam pipes in the newer 
buildings run against concrete so that the 
tunnels are not directly accessible from 
the basement. 
Murray tells groups of students a story 
he was once told. An alumnus wanted to 
show his son how he visited the tunnels 
for fun in his days. The secret tunnel tour 
did not end well as the alumnus ended up 
spending the night in jail for trespassing. 
The steam pipes were originally insulated 
with asbestos for about 60 years. 
However, given the evidence linking 
inhaling asbestos  bres to lung 
diseases, a project was undertaken to 
remove the asbestos. The temperature in 
the tunnels without ventilation could reach 
135 degrees. 
The rusting and wearing down of the 
pipes stand testimony to the fact that 
the tunnel sections have been here for 
awhile, although their mysterious appeal 
continues to capture the attention of 
students. Throughout the years, the 
tunnels have surely been witness to many 
secret underground escapades at Iowa 
State—and will undoubtedly be the setting 
of many daring students’ risky late-night 
adventures to come.
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